THE AGE OF MERCANTILISM
and as a consequence the system of intermixed ownership,
joint labour and compulsory rotation of crops, which
had been the basis of the old English village, either dis-
appeared completely or .underwent considerable modi-
fication.
The driving force behind the individualist movement was
a new outlook on the land. Discarding the deeply-rooted
concepts of social morality, it advanced the claim that agri-
culture should not be immune from the commercial spirit
which  dominated   every  other   branch  of  the   national
economy; that the self-interest of the owner, and not an
alleged national interest, should mould the course of agrarian
development. Already in the later middle ages the new out-
look was making itself felt, though it had not yet become
articulate. Side by side with the disintegration of the manor
another   movement   was   slowly   altering   the   face   of
English rural society. The march of capitalism was laying the
foundations of modern England long before its dissolving
influences were accelerated in the turbulent upheaval of the
sixteenth century, when the flood-tide of catastrophic changes
poured swiftly through the breach with unrestrained violence.
The permeation of an individualist mentality was under-
mining the stability of the village community, relaxing the
conservatism of agrarian life, and affording scope for the
competitive instinct inherent in human nature to reassert
itself. The prosperous tenant who added one strip to another,
in disregard of the primitive equality of the original share-
holders in the common fields, prepared the way for the
capitalist entrepreneur who amalgamated one holding with
another. The piecemeal exchange of strips between neigh-
bours, and the transference of portions of   the common
waste to private ownership, furnished precedents for the
growth of compact farms and the abolition of the cramping
communal restrictions. Nevertheless the decisive influence
which shaped the destiny of the rural community came not
from within but from without: it was the impact of an
expanding industry that set  in motion  the commercial
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